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“Fmallty 1s not the language of pohhcs ” 

BenJamm Dlsraeh, Speech, House of Commons, Feb 28, 1859 

INTRODUCTIOY 

r‘ 

P 

Ben$imm Dxraeh’s pronouncement 1s worth heeding His dictum foreshadowed 

the 1993 Pohsh elecnon results and was further confirmed by the 1995 victory of 

Aleksander Kwasmewslu, a post-Commumst, over Lech Walesa, the mcumbent preslcent 

and former Sohdanty leader. Some observers depicted these electoral results as proof that 

the Commumst menace shll exists and could yet derti Pohsh democrauzauon. 

My paper will not analyze the 1995 elections m Poland per se Instead, I \%ti 

concentrate on a more hmned queshon, 1 e , the reasons for the contmued presence of 

former nomenklatura members m government posltlons and whether such a presence 1s 

proof of backshdmg m the transluon to democracy All countnes that undergo a 

wrenching pohacal transformahon face a smxlar problem where to find the experuse and 

manpower to replace the dwcre&ted or deposed ehtes that once ran the country Poland 

has not been spared this dilemma Yet, the absorption of the nomenk~ahuas mto 

modernized government structures and mto the economx life of the country appears to 

have been more successful and less socially dl\xlve than m other Eastern European 

counmes What made the Pohsh case dtiferentv 

In attemptmg to anssler this question, I consider three nomenklahu-as economic, 

cultural. and pohtlcal. For the purposes of this paper, success refers to contmued 

employment or mfluence m a parncular sphere of acuvlty, as well as societal reacuons to 
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,+ those achvlues Under these cntena, the economx and cultural nomenklaturas 

expenenced greater success than then- pohucal counterparts 

I have ldentlfied four charactenstics that I beheve contnbuted to successful 

mcorporauon Fast, Poles never accepted the rmposltlon of Commumsm and ldeologxal 

fervor, even among party members, &d not run very dee? Second, travel, employment, 

and foreign currency pohcles of successive Commumst governments unwxtmgly paved the 

way for competent members of the nom.tnkZatzu-a to remam m posltlons of power Third. 

the impact of the opposltlon as emboled by Sohdanty and the Church, as well as a 

posluve stram of nauon&m, was felt by all se_ments of socxety and promoted a shared 

sense of purpose at the ume of translnon Fourth, the regime, Sohdanty, and the Church 

agreed on a transltlon program that steered clear of widespread purges and lustrauon and 

concentrated mstead on the process of change 

WMe other Eastern European countnes may have exhblted one or two of these 

charactensttcs, Poland displayed all of them simultaneously pnor to the transluon to 

democracy The presence of these factors, plus the strength of their mamfexafion. 

mfluenced both the quahty and dlrecaon of the democrauc transformation and contnbuted 

to the eventual “rehabhtauon” of the nomenklatw-a 

COMMUR-IS3i’S LOST MASSES 

Imagme, if you can. how perpetually dwcouraged the Polish Commumst Party 

leadership must have been throughout xs reign. As Jack Blelasldk and Wlodvmlerz Brus 

wnte m Poland. Genesis of a Revolution. for oler they-five years (1945198C) Poles 

steadfastly refused to recogmze the Party’s clams to pohucal leglumacy Five major 
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pohncal crises occurred between 1956 and 1980 Workers’ rebellions managed to brmg 

down two governments Attempts to collecumze agnculture fa-lled dismally, never 

reachmg more than 11 percent of total arable land After the 1956 upheavals, over 90 

percent of collecuve f&s dissolved themselves. The Party’s repeated efforts to suppress 

and stifle the Cathohc Church were deeply resented. Approximately 90 percent of Poles 

remamed overwhelmmgly and openly devout Cathohcs Cultural rns~~~ons stubbornly 

pursued or promoted mdependent and outspoken \lews of “Pohshness” 

Commumst governments were not unaware of popular sentiment. Startmg ~7th 

Gomulka, who attempted to develop a Pohsh path to soclahsm, contmumg with Glerek. 

who tned to reconcile polmcal dogma with technocratic mnovauon, and endmg wlrh 

General Jaruzelsh, who sought to re\Ttahze the Party and mshtute some econormc 

reforms, successive Commumst leadershps wrestled with persistent demands for change 

Expenments to reform the economy cons1sIently failed because no sunllar exercises were 

conducted m the poht~al sphere 

It would be mlsleadmg, however, to say that economic issues were the pmnary 

cause of Commumsm’s downfall The upheavals that led to the nse of Sohdarq m 19SO 

resulted from a widespread percepuon “-hat regarded Poland as being threatened m ns 

very fabnc, as a society and as a nauon, above and beyond any problems rooted m 

specific pollcles of the regme ” (Brumberg LX) 

f=- 

Mass rejection of Commumst dogma does not mean that the Commumst Paq 

was an mslgmficant feature m Pohsh society By 1980. Party membershp totalled 

3,13 1,700 members Under Glerek’s leaders-lip, an a ggresslve recnuunent campag ulted 

the composlnon of the Party m favor of tie workmg class Workers m 1980 made up i6 2 
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percent of the membershp, while white collar personnel accounted for only 33 percent 

However, appomtmenrs to higher rankmg posluons m the party apparatus stzll demanded 

higher education and admmlstrauve expenence, reqmrements that disadvantaged war,ung 

class members. (Brumberg 21: Glerek’s efforts to expand the party’s base were not 

abandoned by his successors Ivan Szelenyl noted m hu study on the reproducuon of 

elites m Russia and Eastern Europe that “the recrumnent of upwardly mobile people from 

the workmg class, and 111 pamcular from the peasantry, remamed very important unul the 

very end of the soclahst penod ’ (Szelenyl13: 

The advent of Solldanty and the lmposltlon of mamal law led to an u-reversible 

downturn m the party’s fortunes Approxunately one nulhon members, most of them 

workers, left the party between 1980-1984 Between 1978-1986, the proporuon of 

worlung class members fell from 46 to 30 percent. Adhuonally, the party was graymg 

fast. Members over the age of 50 consututed 36 3 percent of the party by 1986, versus 

only 17 percent m 1954 Only 2 2 percent of those aged between 18-29 belonged to the 

party Professionals m nonmanagenal slots deserted 111 large numbers 

By 1987. there were only 2 1 milhon members m the Party It 1s also esumated 

there were approximately 1 2 mllhon managenal slots m Poland The nomenklaarra 

encumbered 9C0,SOO of avtiable manage& posltlons (Fo\%kes 168) Thus. by the ume 

the Roundtable Accord was signed on Apnl5, 1989, both Solldanty and the JaruzelsLu 

regune understood horn dlfflcult it mould be to set up new government structures v+lthout 

using the nomenklaturas 



I 

Dubrow 5 

ti THOSE WELL-TRAVELLED POLES 

In addluon to bemg over-represented m managenal positions, the nomenklanua 

enjoyed many other pnklleges Communist ekes could count on Jumpmg the queue on 

housmg. gertmg better medical care, on sending their chddren to more presuglous 

schools, on berg issued passports for overseas travel, on obtammg permlsslon to hold 

foreign currency accounts, and on shoppmg at “dollar “ stores The last three pntieges 

are parncularly agmiicant 111 the Pohsh case because these perqmsltes were avtiable not 

Just to the highest ranlung members of the Party, but also to lower level nomenklanrra 

A common phenomenon m Poland before the 1989 transition was the export of 

expemse to third world or developing countries. Professionals, such as nud-level 

P 
managers, architects, engmeers, doctors, and sclenhsts could sign mulnyear contracts for 

overseas posluons Typ~caIly, these Jobs were arranged through orgamzations lice 

“Polservlce”, a sort of headhuntmg agency Poles worlung on legally sancuoned overseas 

conuacts travelled on ofiiclal passports and, more unportantly, could legally hold forelgn 

currency accounts. 

While the maJonty of the posluons were located m developmg countries, the fkns 

domg the h~nng were often multlnatlonals or mtemational consorua As a result 

numerous lower-level nomenklanua members \+ere exposed, often for long penods of 

tune, to management styles and practices that differed agmfican-ly from those used m 

srate-controlled Commumst enterprises 

Equally slgmficant, perhaps, was the go>emment’s rather hberal travel pohcy for 

P 
average Poles who were notparty members Poles travelled often and extensively 

Tounsm to brotherly soclallst countnes was encouraged but desunahons of choice were 
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f- countnes were Jobs could be obtamed and foreign currency amassed. For most, the 

Urn-ed States was the prefened opuon. 

As a Junior consular officer m Warsaw m the early 198Os, I remember bemg 

surpnsed at the very large number of Poles who managed to obtam passports and travel 

authonzauons Travellmg overseas for the purpose of workmg illegally was a vlolauon of 

Polish law Officials were aware that extremely large numbers of travellers nnsrepresented 

the purpose of their tnp and/or Illegally overstayed their visas Yet, passpons were often 

reissued and there seemed to be lmle fear of repercussions from the authontles 

Cnhke their nomenklatura counterparts who had official work contracts, tounsts 

on - work vacauons” often enced up m low paymg posltlons that did not take advantage of 

previous Job expenence or quahficatlons However, the net result was much the same 

Foreign currency was accumulated and foreign language slulls were developed or 

Improved. More unportant, Poles who were not members of ehtes were also exposed -0 

western-style management practices 

n i 

That Commumst governments dehberately countenanced Illegal employment 

overseas 1s evldent m the pohcy that eventually allowed Poles unrestncted access to the 

PEKAO and PEWEX chams PEKAO’s sold nnported Western goods for hard currency 

PEWEX shops, on the other hand, speclahzed m ‘ internal exports” - selling scarce Polish 

products to Polish cozens Efforts to convince Poles to part with bllhons of dollars of 

foreign remittances had not been parucularly successful because people dlstrus-ec the 

government and ngly feared their currency holdings could be frozen or confiscated T3e 

shops were an attempt to ease perpetual hard currency shortages by coa?tmg forep 

remlnances ant earrungs into clrculhDon and mto the hands of the governmen: 
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While the hard currency shops were the vrslble mamfestauon of the regune’s needs 

and seemed like a good solution to foreign shortfalls, the hberal travel pohcy had 

unmtended long-term effects. I have already noted that, thanks to overseas employment 

opportumues, agmficant number of Poles were unwlttmgly educated m the rudiments of 

western-style econormes. I have no stat~ucal proof of thy, but anecdotal evidence based 

on conversauons with acquamtances and visa apphcants leads me to beheve that 

employment overseas did more than Just expose Poles to efficient management pracuces 

I repeatedly heard cements about the Importance of competence and muatlve m a free 

mar-<et economy Understandmg the complexlQes of successfully managmg a busmess or 

enterpnse made non-elite Poles witi overseas expenence less disposed to favor \%holesale 

purges of the economc nomenklatzua Technocrats \mth managenal errpenence would be 

needed to nm a market economy and pra-gmausm demanded that competent mdlvldlduals 

be retamed, provided they did not hmder democratization 

Szelenyl’s study on elites confums ho% the economic ehtes fared m Poland In 

1988, of people who were m econormc nomenklatzrra posluons, 56 6 percent came from 

the elite 19 8 percent of the posltlons were filled by non-elite personnel 23 6 percent 

reured By 1943, those who had held economc nomenklatzua posluons m 1988 

accounted for 43 9 percent of slots The non-elite contmgent had increased to 27 6 

percent. 28 5 percent had retired Perhaps even more agmficant, 50 7 percent of the new 

economic ehtes m 1993 traced their ongms to the nomenklatzua 

Szelenyl described the dyamlcs of outflow from the economic nomenklatura HI 

Poland and Hungary as countermtuluve “In Poland almost 70 percent of t-le 1988 top 

econormc managers were ~~111111 elite posluons 111 1993, only 2L percent of them \%eent mto 
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reurement. The better survival capacity of the former Pohsh econormc nomenklatura 1s 

supported by mflow data as well WhrTe exactly half of the new Pohsh econormc ehte &as 

of the nomenklatura 1111988,111 Hungary only one tl-nrd of the new CEO’s came from such 

a background These results are parhcularly surpnsmg since, dunng the epoch of late 

state soclahsm, it was generally assumed that the Hunganan econormc managemen: was 

better tramed, more competent., and that polrhcal cntena played a lesser role m then 

selection than was true m Poland. It 1s also surpnsmg that the Pohsh economy, m here tie 

nomenklatura was more successful 111 preservmg its posluons after 1989, produced better 

results than the Hunganan economy ” (Szelenyl 11). 

Szelenyl’s study further notes that respondents were selected dfiferently m 

different countnes Thus, “the Pohsh current econormc ehte sample 1s biased towards 

high off&~& m large firms, and they are more hkely to be of nomenklatura background 

’ than the CEO’s of small, pnvate enterpnses ” (Szeleql 1 l)- I beheve It would be useful 

L - )7 
to generate a staust~al sample that correlates type and condluon of overseas employmen- ’ v 

ant management expenence w& current posluons to determme what mfluence such >.a 

i 
evpenence had on outflows or mflows mto the economic elite. 

SOLlD.4RITY - MORE THAY A TRADE UNION 

Resistance to Commumsm, exposure to the West, and rampant mefflclency and 

corrupuon undoubtedly contnbuted to the regime’s downfall Pohtml nuscalculauon also 

plated an lmponant part Sohdmty was born of worker gnevances over proposei ?nce 

mcreilses of meat and other food items When the Government. without pnor warnmg. 

announced pnce Increases on July 1,1980, strikes broke out m various parts of the 
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country The upheavals broug-lt mto existence an opposmon movement that became 

quantitatively and quahtanvely different from its predecessors 

The government managed temporanly to control worker unrest by reaching wage 

mcrease agreements with mdltldual plants and stnctly controllmg news coverage. Soon, 

however, the Comrmttee for Social Defense (KSS/KOR) began to dlssemmate mformahon 

about the work stoppages to the foreign press and to Western diplomats As the sties 

were not covered by the government-controlled press, the mformation collected by KOR 

became a pnmary source of news. (Xote KOR came mto being m 1976 when 14 

dissident mtellecmals banded together to help wormers arrested durmg the demonstrauons 

The group also kept tabs on the Government’s behavior and issued reports penodlcally ) 

On August 14,1980, tie Gdansk s-xpyards went on stnke The Gdansk war-< 

stoppages Immediately elevated the protests to a much higher level. Gdansi shipyard 

workers had been brutalized durmg the 197’3’s upheavals and enjoyed enormous popular 

sympathy among the workmg class When the Gdansk strike spread to orher Baltic clues 

and to major mdustnal centers, it became obvious that events had assumed a polmcal 

character 

Within a few days, the government came close to meetmg the demands of the 

G&IS-< workers But other stnkes were sull unresolved Lech Walesa, who had emerged 

as the shipyard war-iers’ leader, reahzed the tacucal advantage of banding together wit-I 

other stnkers Walesa kept the stoppage going m order to mcorporate addruonal 

con&uons favored by the democratic opposmon Thus, a hst of basic labor issues 

eu?aded to mclude, among others. freedom of speech and of the press, me&a access for 

all rehglous denommations, the ng-It to stnke and to orgamze freely, abolmon of 



Dubrow 1C 

P pnvlleges for the nomenklatzrra, selection of managenal personnel based on ment and 

quahficatlons, free Saturdays, and restoration of civil nghts for those pumshed after the 

1970 and 1976 upheavals 

If the stnkers’ demands were now pohucal 111 nature, their tacuc.s had also evolved 

s~gmficantly Stnke leaders enforced stnct &sclplme cnlike previous stnkes, there was 

neither violence nor vandahsm More srgmflcantly, there was no effort to negouate 

concessions solely on behalf of non-Commumsts Blue collar workers, professionals, 

managers, etc , were welcomed to JOI.II rf they so desired As negotzatlons between 

stnkers and the Government began, Cathohc mteIlectuals came out openly m support of 

tie workers’ demands The alliance of workers and mtelhgentsla lent cohesion to the 

protests - an element that had been lackmg m the 1956,1968, and 1970 crises The 

eyecuve parmershp between mtelhgentsla and wor_cers was the first of 1t.s kmd 111 

Commumst-ruled countnes since the end of WWI After arduous negouahons, the final 

tex- of the Gdans-c Agreement was signed between Walesa and Premier Jaglels,a on 

August 3 1, 1980 The agreement ostensibly upheld the pnmacy of the Commumst Pany, 

with the new umons dlsckummg any intention of assummg the role of a political party 

Language notwnhstandmg, the Gdansk agreement had an Immedla-e unpact on domesuc 

poht~al reality 

Nicholas Andrews’ history of Sohdanty between 1980-1981 hghhghted some of 

the pracucal consequences of the Gdansk Agreement The estabbshment of mterfactory 

s-&e commlttes around the country slgnlfied the emergence of an organized alternan\ e to 

the Party Closer nes had been forged between trade union leaders and Church leaders 

‘The fusion of Churc.1, mtelllgentsla, and worI<ers pointed to the broad array of reforms 
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that had to be nnplemented and to the widespread desire for democratlzatron The 

Commumst Party lost its clarim to sole representation of the norlung class Furthermore, 

the agreement fragmented the Party Hard-lmers sought to sabotage the concessions 

I ’ 
wtile moderates and llberallzers sought to implement its provlslons Party cleavages 

persuted throughout 1981 (Andrews 27-38: 

On September 6, Kama replaced Glerek as First Secretary The Party then 

embarked on a protracted renewal program However, mtemecme disputes plus a dogged 

dexrmmation to preserve the Party’s monopoly on poht~al power meant no meamngful 

reforms matenahzed Thus, most of the Agreement’s twenty-one pomts were never 

Implemented. 

In addmon to the worker-mteulgentsla relahonshlp, the Church-Sohdanty nexus 

assumed mcreased importance durmg this penod. While some have supposed that the 

mterests of the Church and SoLdany converged perfectly, Andrews presents a shghtly 

dEertug view of the Church-Sohdanty relauonshlp as It evolved m 1980-1981 When the 

stnces began, the Church offered the stnkers moral and spmtual support Sohdanty and 

the Church s-Tared certam values but dtifered on strategy The Church advocated calm 

and caution m deahng wrth the regime Under Cardinal Wyszyns-u’s gmdance, t&s go- 

slow approach had served the Church well m the past and had allowed It to advance ant 

protect its onn mteresrs Furthermore, the Church was concerned about possible Soviet 

intervention Its ovemdmg concern was preserving the so\erelgnty of Poland 

Some of the younger trade acuvlsts, on the other hand, were anxious to press their 

advantage and extract qulc-c reforms from the regime Addluonally, Solldanty was 

growing by leaps and bounds and had become harder to organize and control The 
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Church found it dlfflcult to exert a restrammg influence on the young union. The Church’s 

task was complzcated by its own internal differences A number of clergy disagreed with 

the Pnmate’s cauuous approach. They were sympatheuc to umon demands and thought 

that the Party’s disarray provided a good opporrumty to obtam democratic concessions 

peacefully. (Andrews 65-76) 

Throughout 1980-1981, Poland lurched from one cnsls to another In spite of 

wrenching mstabtity, a constant feature of the penod was the contmued growth of 

Sohdanty At the first stage of the union’s Congress on September j-10, 1981, the 

orgamzatzon totalled appronmately 9 5 &on members Solldanty had made mroads m 

all segments of Pohsh soaety, mcludmg the armed forces and the Party According to a 

survey of 701 of the 896 delegates who attended the Sohdanty Congress, former pcy 

members totalled over 7 percent of delegates Less than 10 percent of the delegates were 

sull members of the Party wMe 9 percent sull belonged the Soclallst Union of Pohsh 

Youth The delegates were a young group About 52 percent were below the ages of 33 

and 30 percent mere between the ages of 36-45 Slulled workers predommated. as dlc 

members who had been acuve m pre-Sohdanty trade unions. (Andrews 1961 

Whde the Congress had adopted a relatively clear program, it had also maladroitly 

issued a statement addressed to Eastern European and Soviet workers expressmg support 

for “those nho had decided to follows the difficult struggle for a free trade union 

movement ” The statement caused a funous reacuon by the Soviet Government 1% hlch 

exerted pressure on the Polish regune to halt Sohdanty’s anu-Sovie: campagn 

Between Otto Ier 16-18, Kama a as replaced as First Secre-q , General Jaruzelsu 

was appomted m his stead In an attempt to regan control of the Party apparatus, 
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members who were also Sohdanty adherents were given an ulumatum They were told to 

choose between the Party and the union The concern of the Party leadersAlp was 

understandable. Approximately one tid of Party members had Jomed Sohdanty 

Tenslons and unrest contmued to mount throughout the country On Dee 13,198l. 

Jamzelslu announced the lmposmon of marhal law 

Although martml law brought to a temporary end the official existence of 

Sohdanty, it &d not end the union’s challenge to the regme The union was officially 

abohshed on October 8, 1982 but resistance merely shifted underground 

KEEPERS OF THE FLAME: THE OPPOSITIOlv ELITE 

The Jaruzelsh regime mmally succeeded m enforcing tight control over tie 

oppoauon. Its attempts to coopt resistance by creatmg new strucrures, modelled on 

classic Soviet-front orgamzatlons, f&ed to generate genume support, however A 

government sponsored. offlclal trade umon known as OPZZ was created to replace 

Sohdanty but Qd not catch on Indeed, the umon did not proke as comphant as t_le 

regime had hoped In 1988, QP22 challenged the government’s econonuc reform 

program and par~ally supported some of the strikes that took place that year 

The Church, meanwhde, emerged as the mediator between the regime and the 

opposltlon. The conc&atory stance of Pnmate Glemp, who had replaced JYyszynslu, was 

often disregarded by members of the cler=v, however. Church-state relauons were 

characterized by cooperauon at higher levels and conflict at the lower levels Sane-heless, 

the Church played a useful role m trymg to prelent vlolent upheavals The regime’s 
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t- declslon to bnng to tnal the secunty offlclals accused of murdermg a pnest, Father 

Popleluszko, eased somewhat tensions between the Church and the government. 

Lookmg at mstrtutzons or mechamsms that would have a slgmficant impact on 

subsequent events, it IS obvious that the most important development of the 1980’s was 

the nse of an altemauve politxal culture “Opponents of the regime acted as d they 

crusted m a free society, m a Poh.sh version of a clvll society. Even though many of the 
. 

leaders of underground Sohdanty were eventually rounded up by the regime, it was not 

possible to control the vast number of underground penodlcals and newspapers that 

emerged An aItemauve pohucal culture, wnh its roots datmg back to the 1960s and 

197Os, v+as formed ” (Werner 4C-41) Fowkes esumates that “dwsldent pubhshmg 

houses pubhshed GO Journals a year, reachmg three nulhon people, 5CO books a year 

appeared via the ‘second cxcmt’ of mdependent pubhshmg.” (Fowkes 178) 

The regune’s tolerance of underground pubhshmg was recogmtlon that it served as 

a safety valve Better to have people v+nung about problems than doing somethmg about 

them. The Mmster of Culture adrmtted m 1987 that “as for the so-called ‘second cxcult’ 

we do not partxularly support it, but we also do not go out of our way to persecute it ‘- 

(Fonkes 178). 

The safety \ alve argument was cogent, but the sheer number of persons involved 

m supportmg a clvll soclery made an even more compellmg case for tummg a blmd eye to 

t.le phenomenon Zblgmew BUJ& a leadmg figure of underground Sohcanty, estlmatec 

m 1985 that “5r3,OOO-70,000 Poles were mvolved m wnung for and pubbshmg tie 

uncerground press and m orgaruzmg underground groups and protest xuons and that 

another 2CC,300-250,000 provided log~ucal supper. for such acuvmes If one were to 
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I(” add m those paruclpaung m mdependent theatrical performances or arustlc exhlbns, the 

self-education movement, mdependent youth movements, and independent social support 

orgamzatzons, the number was magmiied several times ” [Ramet 86) 

Underground publlcatlons were used by large numbers of Poles, mcludmg 

members of the Party apparatus, to obtam accurate mformauon about developments m 

Poland and elsewhere One of the senior editors of Tygodnzkibfaows~e remarked m 1987 

that “we’ve been wnung far more about developments m the Soviet Umon than [is 

wntten] m the official media. People are readmg Tygodnzk Mazolvsze to learn about 

Gorbachev’s reforms ” (Ramet 111) In order to compete with the underground press, 

some state pubhshmg houses began pnntmg previously banned books 

The contmued suen-gth of the underground opposluon and the estabhshment of an 

altemattve pohtlcal culture cannot be attnbuted solely to the outlawmg of Sohdanty It 

must also be understood m the conte‘xt of the Pohsh mtelhgentsla The mtelhgentsla had 

1~ roots m Polish gentry and subscribed strongly to its values As a force that coalesced m 

the 19th century, when Poland no longer existed as a nation, the mtelhgentsla became the 

keeper of the flame Sot only were Pohsh tradluonal values to be preserved for pos-envy, 

but the notton of safeguardmg Polish cultural ldentq became a central concern of this 

class Because of Poland-s peculiar hlstoncal circumstances. the mtelhgentaa was also 

associated witi resistance and opposmon to those forces that mould destroy or dommate 

the country Insofar as the Catholic church s.lared many of these concerns, the Churc.1 

and the mteulgentsla were natural alhes BrumIerg 54-57) Imposmg marual law and 

dnvmg the opposltzon underground provided the m~elhgentssla with a ready-made 

opportunity to expand on its customary role 
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The idea of preservmg Polish ldenuty was nnbued with what I call posltr\e 

nationalism A desire to find a “Pohsh soluuon” to problems also characterized some of 

the Party’s actzons Gomulka’s search for a Pohs~ way to sockhsm may be expkmed as 

posmve nahonahsm. Smnlarly, Jaruzelslu’s declslon to unpose martA law has been 

Justiied as a effort to avoid Soviet mterventlon m Poland. an act that could have led to 

widespread bloodshed Thus, on the subject of preservmg the essence of Pohshness, the 

Party and the mtelllgentsla appear to have been closer than on any other issues. 

Convergence of mews on the need to safeguard Poland’s nauonal claractensucs 

served the cultural nomenklatura well after the fall of Commumsm Szelenyl pomts out 

that 6 1 percent of the 1988 cultural nomenklatzua retamed its positions m Poland, versus 

56 percent m Hungary (Szelenyl 111 In hti analysis, Szelenyl acknowledged he was 

unable to account for tis &screpa.ncy and noted that Hungary’s press and cultural 

msumuons had been thought to be more hberal than Poland’s Wule official press and 

cultural mstmmons may have been muzzled, the vibrancy and pervasiveness of 

underground mstltuuons rmtlgated the shortcommgs of official structures Tolerance of 

the underground by the Party apparatus, plus the shared “natlonahst” bias to which I 

alluded above, probably account for the populauon’s hgher rate of acceptance of the olC 

cultural nomenklatura. By 1993 Poland’s and Hungary’s sta~stlcs pere closer. wnh 

nomenklatura and other undeiined officials comrplsmg about 75 percent of the new 

culrural elites 

A LEAP OF FAITH: THE ROLXDTABLE ACCORD 
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‘The sltuauon m Poland III the 1980’s was characterized by three mitln elements 

the contmumg strengh of the opposmon, General JaruzelsIu’s own deep awareness of the 

weakness of his regime, and the problem of econonuc reform, whxh turned out to be 

msoluble without takmg Sohdanty mto partnersh_lp ” (Fowkes 177) 

Labor stnkes m 1988 provided palpable evidence that the regime was having an 

mcreasmgly dlffxult tnne controllmg the population’s frustration or workers’ reemergme 

milxancy “They were a warnmg that with a short carrot and a broken stxk social 

comphance might be nnposslble to Mama. Because consumption was the mm, If not 

the only, source of leg&nation the econonuc frulure eroded govemmg capabfiv .the 

transformation of the economx system called for a strong government capable of 

suppressmg discontent and various group mterests. -under polmcal clrcums-axes at home 

and m the Soviet Umon, the opuon of overt oppression (or of another mamal law; was 

not avtiable ._ wAout legnnacy and credlblhty of the authonues, the problem of 

structural impotence could not be solved ” ~$Ca.mnxu 201; 

Havmg reached an Impasse, the Jaruzels-u regnne held out the offer of roundtable 

dlscusslons wrrh Walesa and the Sohdanty leaderslup Opposlnon on both sides had to be 

overcome before discussions could begin III February 1989 “There had smce 1986 been 

fierce internal conflict between nval groupmgs ~+zt.hm the opposmg camps on the Issue of 

compromise ” IZFowkes 179: General Jaruzelslu’s offer, although suppor-ed by Premier 

Rakow~u, was bnterly opposed by the official trade union leadership Only by threatenmg 

to resin did he oban Parry acqmescence to his proposal 

On Sohdanty’s slie, a schism pxted ‘-Fighung Sohdanty’ , the more radical v,mg of 

the parry, and the Pohsh Soclallst Party, founded by KOR veterans, agamst Walesa’s 
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;r facuon, whxh was heavily mfluenced by the Church. Dlsageement was resolved when 

t_le Sohdanty Cozens Comnxttee was estabhshed. Tins body mcluded mtellecmals and 

actlvlsts and served as Walesa’s polmcal advisory board The Cmzens CommIttee 

eventually funchoned as a shadow cabmet, its ffiteen comnusslons prepanng progran& of 

acuon It also provided an mstmmonal framework for concuctm,o negotiations with the 

regme 

Roundtable &scusslons began m February 1989 and ended m April. The carefully 

crafted final document agreed on the creanon of the post of President [a posmon to be 

filled by JamzelsE;z) and a two-chamber 1eFslature :\vlth members to be chosen no 

democratic elections m June 1989:. “The final commumc-ue of the roundtable negotlauons 

,-. 
contams three major parts, or standpomts on polmcal reforms, on socloecononuc pohcy 

and system reformss, and on trade umon plurahsm In adcmon, eleven annexes covermg a 

very wide rage of various Issue-areas dxussed \xxhrn the so-called sub-roundtables are an 

integral components of the Accords The dlscusslons bet\Teen the government coalmon 

and Sohdanty opposluon encompassed all domams of pubhc life m Poland ” [Kammsh 

2c2). In the June 1989 Parhamentary elections, Sohdanty and opposmon candidates won 

by a land&de In August, the Mazotvlech government came mto power - the first 

cemocratically elected government m Poland smce the Commumst takeover m 1945 

Perhaps more sguficant than the offxxl language of the annexes was the decrslon 

to draw a “thick lme under the past” In other words. there would no purges or wxch- 

hunts agamst forrner Pq leacers and m-emal securxy offlclals Timothy Garton Ash 

quesuoned Mazowlech’s declslon to acopt as a model post-Franc0 Spam and to 

encourage hberal forgiveness While a splnt of moderation may have been acceptable 
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when the Soviet ‘L-man still existed, was it the right declslon after the disappearance of the 

Soviet threat? Was It not Bung and proper that those responsible for oppressmg Poland 

for so long be called to account7 (New York Revzew of Books 11) 

For some Poles, retnbutton seemed the only answer Yet. m terms of movmg tie 

process of democratlzabon forward, the declslon not to engage m widespread purges was 

loglcal. As I menuoned earher, a moderate athtude towards the economic nomenklatzrra 

was essenbal. They consututed the largest reservoir of manage& expeneqe m the 

country - a reservor that had to be tapped Moderate Sohdmty leaders gambled that a 

market-onented economy and the estabhshment of a democrauc polmcal system woulC 

help temper remammg Commumst tendencies among the apparatchtks Thus far, steady 

econormc gams and hber&zatlon plus adherence to democratic rules of play mdlcate that 

optmg for a moderate course of action was a good deculon. 

The verdict on the pohhcal side 1s more moved Poland went from Commumst rule 

to a democratic transluon managed by the opposmon. In 1995, the elecuon of LUeksancer 

Kwasmewsh. a former Commumst funcnonary, sparked fears that democratic gams would 

be reversed Was Timothy Ash n,oht? Would the1995 elecnons results have been posslJle 

d the polltlcal nomenklakrra had been purged durmg the transluon7 

EXORCISING PAST GHOSTS - THE POLITICAL LEGACY 

Determmmg whether the Kwamemsh victory represents a nefartous turn for tie 

worse 1s easier If we set aside the emotional issue of retnbutlon and forgiveness A more 

useful mdlca-or of mtennons would be to gauge government acuons smce 1995 Poland’s 

contmued slqle-mmded obsessron with NATO membership and, less stndendy, \\lth EU 
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membershlp attests to 1t.s determmatlon to achieve full mtegration with the West. A rexurn 

to Commumst-style dogma or to a managed economy would be mcompauble with these 

asplranons 

Commumst Ideology, which never enjoyed support among Poles, has been soundly 

ducredlted. Although Poles express concern over current economic condluons, extenslbe 

pollmg data confirms sohd commmnent to democratic governance &chard Rose 

analyzed the 1993-1994 New Democracies Barometer which tracks mass response to 

transformation m Central and Eastern Europe (PdZkCd Qzrarterly 14-28:~ The study 

tned to determine the impact of recent events on ex-Communists and non-Communsrs 

al&e The survey revealed convergence of mews on several quesuons but also some 

unexpected dvergences. 

When asked to evaluate past Commumst polmcal regmes, 40 percent of ex- 

Commumsts approved versus 37 percent of the non-Commumsts Stausucs about the past 

econonuc system were also relauvely close 57 percent of ex-Communists approvec. 

non-Commumsts agreed to the tune of 51 percent. Asked to evaluate the present pol~tlcal 

system, 71 percent of non-Commumsts expressed posluve views versus 62 percent of ex- 

Commumsts More non-Communists favored the current econonuc system [52 percent: 

than ex-Commumsts (LO percent) There was almost perfect concurrence on how famllles 

were farmg economically 63 percent of non-Commumsts thought they were domg worse 

62 percent of Ex-Commumsts agreed Both ex-Commumsts (79 percent: and non- 

Commumsts (83 percent) beheled they have greater freedom of ex?resslon 

Questions on the future of the pohucal and economc systems aga_zn revealed broad 

agreement 86 percent of non-Commumsts were optimlsuc about future pohucal regimes 
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Ex-Commumsts were only shghtly less optmnst~; 81 percent expressed confidence 

Concemmg future economic systems, 73 percent of non-Communuts were optumstlc 

versus 64 percent of ex-Commumsts 

The survey on support for undemocratic alternatives saould offer some comfor to 

those womed about the resurgency of Commumsm. A couple of mmor surpllses did 

emerge. 18 percent of non-Commumsts favored the return to Commumst rule but only 17 

percent of ex-Commumsts did. The difference 1s too small to be stans~cally sgmficant, 

however When asked whether they favored suspendmg Parhament, 25 percent of ex- 

Commumsts agreed. However, more non-Commumsts were m favor of suspending 

Parhament (30 percent: 

In Rose’s vrew, the survey reveals that ex-Commumsts resemble their fellow 

cmzens m most of theu polmcal values Support for the old pohucal regime can be 

mterpreted as pohucal nostalgia, \mth age makmg a difference m comnntment to a 

democratic government. In a country l&e Poland, nnddle-aged ex-Commumsts spent 

most of then adult lives confrontmg acuve opposluon Younger Poles, for example those 

aged between 18-30, grew up durmg the twfight years of the Party Commumsm, they 

believe, has httle relevance to them current lrves or them future prospects 

Are the oplmons expressed m surveys transferrable to the polr-lcal arena3 In other 

words. are pohucal apparatchrks less prevalent than they were before? ,4ccordmg to 

Szelenyl’s fmdmgs, greatest turbulence has occurred m the pohucal nomenkZarura 

In 1988,27 5 percent of those occupymg pollucal nomenklarzrra posmons came from the 

elite L 4 percent were non-elite and 28 1 percent rem-ed In 1993, new pohucal eite 

members broke town as follows 23.7 percent traced then orqns to the nomenklatzrra 
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33 3 were other offlclals and 43 0 nere non-elite (Szelenyl 15-16) The percentages of 

non-elites m 1988 and 1993 are almost ldenucal The mfuslon of “other officlals” pomts 

to upward mobihry from rank-and-3e 

Turmoil m the pohucal nomenklaku-a can be atmbuted to the time disconnect 

between econormc and pol~.~cal events The tranformatlon of Poland’s polmcal landscape 

and msmutions was accomplished rather qmckly, albeit there are a still a number of 

problems that need to be resolved Revampmg the economy has proven more complex 

and tune-consummg Poht~c~~~s who unposed shock therapy on the economy found. to 

their regret, that the beneficial effects of econormc hberaihzauon lagged behmd the 

electoral cycles Large numbers of Poles saw their standards of hlmg plummet. 

Prospects of eventual nnprovement were too far out in the future to make current loss of 
m 

hvmg standards bearable In the 1993 elections, successor pames of the Commumst Party 

I 
obtamed an absolute majonty and succeeded m formmg a coalmon government The 1993 

e,ecuon results were a first \%arnmg shot to the pohucal leadership that econonuc changes 

were occumng too rapidly for the population to absorb 

Kwasmewslu’s fate, and that of subsequent governments, will depend, to a very 

large degree, on makmg the pam associated with econonuc restructunng acceptable to tie 

populauon Cnuclzmg the results of the 1993 or 1995 electzons as proof that 

democratlzatlon 1s endangered or about to be reversed misses the pomt What happened 

m Poland m 1995 IS precisely what s-lould happen m a democraucally-run system 

Electoral results reflected the public’s view that the trans~uon had gone awry The 

democrauc sys-em was fine but economic pohcles had to be reevaluated Aicressmg r-le 
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i- pubhc’s concerns IS a leadership challenge, not necessanly a symptom of systermc 

cnmtegrauon 

THE ART OF KOMBNOWAC 

f- 

f- 

Almost all dlscusslons of Polish history eventually discuss the romannc fervor that 

ammates Poles as a people and a nabon Romanucrsm IS the glue that allowed Poles to 

hold on to the idea of cultural and hlstoncal ldenuty and to resist the nnposlhon of 

Commumsm. Havmg to live under a Commumst system, however, meant Poles were 

obhged to temper their romanuclsm with a healthy dose of pragmansm The topic of 

pragmatism and compromise has been Qscussed m the context of sur~al m Commumst 

soclehes But what about its effect on countnes transltlomng to democracy7 

Surv~vmg m a society characterized by shortages, corruption, and mefficlency IS 

not easy Ii response to the material shortcommgs of everyday hfe, people hale to spend 

an mor&nate amount of tnne makmg the mos- ordinary things \qork So It was for Poles 

Poles became masters at the art of kombmowac In addition to ITS ob\xous meaning, the 

root nerd has slqhtly unsavory connotanons In addmon to bemg undenvear (the 

influence of the French language 1s apparent III tlus meanmg I:, a kombznaqa can be both a 

plan and a tnck A kombznator can be a tnckster or a dodger 

Kombznowac, when used to survive and to descnbe what people had to co m order 

to pull It off successfully, was resented as wasteful, corrupung, and someumes demeanmg 

Cndoubtedly 11 was all of the above But It was also somethmg else Kumbznol~ac 

demanded estabhs-lrng a complex and mteloc-ung set of relauonshrps wlrh correspondms 

obhgauons and nehts Because of the way Commumst society was s-mc-ured, 
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kombmotvac could not take place exclusively between non-Communuts Interacuon wnh 

Commumsts was unavoidable Every transaction or exchange required give-and-take as 

well as a hard-nosed practical approach In a perverse way, kombznowac prepared Poles 

for functiomng m a democracy, where ability to comgkomlse 1s a necessary attnbute 

The Roundtable Accord 1s an excellent example of pragmausm m acuon The 

Commumst Parry was unable to pull the country out of cnsls and could not have done so 

without Sohdanty’s help Durmg the negotiahons, Solldanty could have med to bloc-c 

Jaruzelslu from becoming President. Purges, mals, or truth comm~slons could have been 

made a condluon of the transluon Instead, extreme options were eschewed While the 

Church’s message of tolerance obviously carned weight, the practical conslderauons of 

makmg Poland functional once agam wzth the azd offormer Commzuzzsts was considered 

more nnportant than exactmg rembution 

The “rehabllltation” of the nomenklaku-as IS a fascmatmg example of how 

convenuonal expectauons about previous behavior and future responses can be 

obertumed Other Central European counmes exhlblted some of the charac-.enshcs I 

mcenufied m my opemng remar-_is, but not to the degree that Poland Qd The mtenslty 

and slmultanelty of trans influenced both the quality and dlrecbon of the democraxc 

d made the Pohsh case umc_ue m East em Europe 



Dubrow 25 

REFEREKCES 

Andrews, Xlcholas G, Poland 1980-1981 Washmgton. National Defense ‘L-mversq 
Press, 1985 

Ash, Tnnothy Garton, “yea-Pagan Poland,” The New York Revzew of Books, January 11, 
1996, pp lo-14 

Blackbum, Robm [ed ), After the Fall- The falure of Commumsm and the Future of 
Soclalum, London Verso, 199 1 

Brumberg, Abraham (ed.: Poland Genesls of a Revoluuon. New York First Vintage 
Books, 1983 

Clark, John and Wddavsky, Aaron. The Moral Collanse of Commumsm. Sm Francisco 
KS Press, 199C 

Fowkes, Ben, The Rzse and Fall of Commumsm m Eastern Eurone New York. Samt 
Martm’s Press, 1993 

Kammsh. Bardonuej, The Collanse of State Soclallsm- The case of Poland. Pnnceton 
Prmce:on University Press, 199 1 

Ost, David, Solldanrv and the Pohtics of Ann-Pohacs Phladelphla Temple Umverslry 
Press, 1990 

Pehe. Jln, “After the So\let Empire - Cl\71 Society m Democratlung States.” Current, 
March 1, 1996, ~~-27-30 

Ramet, Sabnna Petra, Social Currents m Eastern Eurone. Durham Duke cmversq 
Press, 1995 

Rose, &chard, “Ex-Commumsts m post-Commumst societies”, Polztzcal Qzrarterly, 
January 1996, pp 14-25 

Snnkus, Alben A , “Social Strauiicauon m East Central Europe”, Natzonal CozuzczZ 
for Sovzet and East Ezrropearz Research, Apnl 1 1993 

Szelenyl, Ivan and Szelenyl Szoqa, “Clrculauon or reproduction of elites durmg 
post-Communist transformauon m Russia and Eastern Europe”, 77ze Natzonal 



Dubron 26 

Councllfor So7:ret and East European Research ‘Title VII Program,, June 21. 1995 

Weiner, Robert, Change m Eastern Europe. Westport. Praeger. 1994 

Zloch-Chnsty, Ihana, Eastern Europe m a Time of Change. Westport Praeger, 1994 



Jeannette P. Dubrow, Department of State 

Defense Intelligence Agency Award 

“Accountingfor the Dij%erence: The Fate of 
the Polish Nomenkaturas Since I989 ” 


